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‘WE LIVE IN URBAN STREETS AND SUBURBS TOO’ THE GROWING 
NUMBER OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER PEOPLE 





The locations and settings in which Australian Indigenous people live varies, 
however over 70 % of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia 
now live in urban or regional urban areas (ABS 2001). Over half of the total 
population lives in Queensland and New South Wales. The 2001 Census data 
indicates that 25 957 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people or 23% of the 
Queensland Indigenous population were living in the greater Brisbane area. 
There are other sizeable urban Indigenous populations along the Queensland 
coast including Wide Bay, Bundaberg, Rockhampton, Mackay, Townsville, and 
Cairns. The statistics demonstrate that living in urban centres is as much part of 
reality for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as living in a remote 
discrete Aboriginal community. 
 
Historically, discrete rural and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities have been the focus of most of the research conducted with 
Indigenous populations.  These locations have provided researchers with an 
easily identifiable study population. However, unlike rural and remote 
communities, identifying and accessing urban Indigenous communities can be 
much more difficult despite the growing number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people living in urban areas. Limited research has been undertaken on 
the issues that impact on urban Indigenous communities or have explored 
methods of undertaking research with urban Indigenous communities. This paper 
will explore the need for urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander focused 
research and the issues in working with urban Indigenous people.  
 




Over 70 % of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia now 
living in urban or regional urban areas (ABS 2001). Over half of the total 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population lives in Queensland and New 
South Wales.  The 2001 Census data indicates that 25 957 Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people or 23% of the Queensland Indigenous population were 
living in the greater Brisbane area (ABS 2001). The statistics demonstrate that 
living in urban centres is as much part of reality for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people as living in a discrete Aboriginal rural, regional or isolated 
community or on one of the islands in the Torres Strait. This urban reality 
includes using a range of accommodation options (houses, flats, caravans, 
renting buying, living on the streets, parks), buying goods and services, may be 
finding a job, participating in sporting groups, clubs and organisations and 
sharing and interacting with people from a diverse range of backgrounds with 
their own languages and cultures.  It additionally includes trying to find or make 
space within the city for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, languages 
and individual and collective expression.  It has also witnessed the establishment 
and maintenance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations, 
programs, services and other structures. The experiences of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people living in urban areas are diverse and include a 
diversity of experience, need, prospects shaped by gender, education, religion, 
age and level of human security (Fredericks 2004). There is no single urban 
Indigenous experience or identity nor is there no single urban Indigenous 
community in cities and regional areas. Multiple experiences are illustrated 
photographically in the work of Aird (2001). The multi-faceted nature of urban 
Indigenous people and communities presents researchers, planners and 
government officers with a range of issues. This paper will explore the need for 
urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander focused research and the issues in 
working with urban Indigenous people.  
 
INDIGENOUS URBAN IDENTITIES 
The House of Representatives Standing Committee of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Affairs (HRSCAA) produced a report titled Mainly Urban in 1992. 
This report was the first major report that began to articulate the plight of urban 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples although some of its statements are 
questionable. For example, the Mainly Urban report states that, “urban 
Indigenous people have been classed as successful products of the assimilation 
policies of the earlier part of this century” (1992). This view may also contribute to 
a belief that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in urban areas are 
not viewed as ‘real’ Aborigines or Torres Strait Islanders (HRSCAA 1992).   
  
A study undertaken in Brisbane to examine the issues of urban Indigenous 
populations, appropriate models of health care and health outcomes, questioned 
participants about urban Indigenous identity and Aboriginality (Ivanitz 1999).  
Comments from respondents included “some of them don’t even look Aboriginal” 
and “all the blackfellas have been assimilated and people who live in a 
metropolitan area are not real Aborigines – they are no different than the average 
whitefella” (Ivanitz 1999).  Some members of the dominant society have 
discounted the claims of fair-skinned Aboriginal people. At times those that are 
darker in skin colour are regarded as being ‘more Aboriginal’ and closer to what 
is considered ‘traditional’. They are considered to look Aboriginal, to be real, 
authentic, and to live Aboriginal lifestyles (whatever that means). Fair-skinned 
Aboriginal people are said not to look Aboriginal. There is a lack of understanding 
by the dominant culture that Aboriginal people can be light-skinned and blonde 
and dark-skinned and black haired. Aboriginal people who don’t fit in the frame of 
reference established by the dominant society may be called ‘contemporary’ as if 
there is no continuum of Aboriginal culture and as if the past can’t exist with the 
present and if multiple identities can’t exist with each other. Aboriginal people 
who live in urban areas may be perceived as having no culture because they 
don’t fit the inaccurate stereotypes and what are said to be Aboriginal ‘traditional’ 
or ‘tribal’ ways of being hunters and gatherers. There are numerous non-
Indigenous people who deny the right of Aboriginal people to identify as 
Aboriginal by labelling, dismissing and minimising. Many urban Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people collectively become an ‘invisible minority’ as a result 
of the perceptions of Aboriginality and urban contexts. Despite the comments 
which question urban Indigenous identity, Aboriginal people living in urban areas 
are still asked to “give a ‘welcome’ or an ‘acknowledgement to Country’ in cities 
and in other urban areas” or asked “whether we know, or could we organise, a 
group to do traditional dancing or play the didgeridoo, or whether we can get an 
artist to paint a mural or display some art?” (Fredericks 2004). Other than the 
observation of strict cultural protocol in terms of a welcome to Country, 
acknowledgement to Country or recognising Country, we are often locked into a 
cultural paradigm that is a romanticised notion of the pre-colonial past. This 
continued focus on the “traditional” cultural aspects and romanticism ignores the 
presence of the interweaving of many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples within a contemporary post-invasion historical context. It in effect 
conceals the ways that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people use and see 
spaces in everyday life. 
 
A HISTORICAL SNAPSHOT 
Aboriginal people lived throughout Australia for thousands of years, including the 
sites of migration for people looking for a Sea Change, Tree Change or Farm 
Change.  Aboriginal people lived in the places now called Brisbane, Hervey Bay, 
Mooloolaba and Caloundra prior to these places having these names. There are 
Aboriginal people today who are descendents of the Aboriginal people who 
occupied these areas prior to colonisation and who call the land these cities, 
towns, villages and regions now occupy and the selected sites of Seachange, 
Tree Change and Farm Change, their traditional home, their traditional Country. 
The traditional owners of these places have on-going connectivity and belonging 
to place. The words ‘home, place, land, belong’ all interplay within cultural 
imaginings to Country.  
 
From the time of colonisation until the 1950s, Aboriginal presence in the cities 
was generally constructed by the British and European settlers and the 
leadership that followed, as problematic, poor and marginal. The removal of 
Aboriginal people from the cities was in part due to the policies that actively 
displaced Aboriginal people to the reserve lands or to the fringes of the city. 
There were some families that managed to survive living in Brisbane, 
Rockhampton, Cairns, and other cities, even during these years (albeit on the 
fringes and in some cases in designated areas) and have now been living in 
these cities for several generations.  
 
Over the past 50 years the Aboriginal population in Australia has become 
increasingly urbanised and numbers have swelled in most major cities. Aboriginal 
people over this time have left their home communities in rural, regional and 
remote areas for a range of reasons, including poor economic conditions, 
substandard housing, limited educational and employment opportunities and 
social problems. With the relaxation of the Queensland Aboriginals Act (1971) 
which up until that time had acted as a preventative mechanism to stop 
Aboriginal people from leaving discrete Aboriginal communities. This resulted in 
a drift from rural Aboriginal communities and other localities to regional centres, 
such as Brisbane. The large cities and urban centres now has a very culturally 
diverse Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population that is derived from all 
over Queensland, including the Torres Strait and other parts of Australia. 
Although there is a large number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
living in Brisbane, Cairns, Townsville, Rockhampton and other large towns, many 
still maintain strong connections with their communities of origin. It is important to 
recognise that there are interconnections between the urban populations and 
other populations through family and geographic connections, mobility, culture, 
interests and politics. Brisbane, Rockhampton, Mackay, Townsville, Cairns and 
other towns are important nodes in the mobility patterns of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people.  
 
Since the 1980s Brisbane in particular has had a growing Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander population with now a large number also calling Brisbane “home” 
along with may be also maintaining a sense of feeling for the people and country 
of another geographic area that they call “home”. In writing about Brisbane, 
Memmott and Moran state that “many urban [Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander] immigrants have retained their cultural identity and hope to return to 
their home communities in their later lives if local housing shortages can be 
overcome” (2001:6). As a result of the historical processes of colonisation, 
urbanisation or the Stolen Generations some Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people living in Brisbane have an Indigenous affinity and an Indigenous 
affiliation even if they have no home base or a particular Aboriginal nation to 
which they can readily refer. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people do 
survive as distinct people in contemporary urban society and also represent both 
a heterogeneous and a mobile population. It is also a population that is more 
dispersed and difficult to identify.  
 
Langton suggests that Aboriginal people still maintain a sense of feeling for the 
people and country “back home” (1981:16). Some Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people are now second, third or multi-generation urban dwellers while 
others may travel to and from Brisbane and their home communities. Memmott 
and Moran state that the Brisbane population “includes a number of core families 
of long residence, seventy years or more, some tracing back to the Purga 
Mission near Ipswich and the Myora Mission of North Stradbroke Island” 
(2001:6)(Also see Habermann 2003). Other Aboriginal people survived living on 
the fringes of the settler populations and working when they could. Some 
Aboriginal people may have links to their traditional lands and have links to other 
parts of the country that have been created in post-invasion times. There is the 
traditional, the colonial and the contemporary connections to place. This is 
despite often being excluded in the civic life of those places.  
 
Despite the growing urban populations, little attention has been given to 
identifying and meeting the needs, interests and aspirations of urban Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It may be linked to the historical idea that 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people somehow ‘belong’ somewhere else 
and not in Brisbane and other urbanised areas. Somehow Aboriginal people are 
from ‘communities’ but the communities never seem to be from the urbanised 
areas or the geographical areas where urban centres now exist. It additionally 
rests with the old stereotypical images of what we are supposed to be or not be. 
The reality is however that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in 
any major urban area will include people whose ancestors lived on the land now 
built upon, people whose families moved to the urban centre generations ago 
(either forcibly or voluntarily), people from rural and remote areas who now 
spend most of their time in the urban area, and people from rural and remote 
areas who are visiting the urban area for various reasons and for various lengths 
of times.  
 
WORKING WITH URBAN ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 
POPULATIONS 
Historically, discrete rural and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities have been the focus of most of the research and programs with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. These locations provide 
researchers, government officers and politicians with a captive audience, and an 
easily identifiable and accessible population.  However, unlike rural and remote 
communities, identifying and accessing urban Indigenous communities can be 
much more difficult.  Coupled with this may additionally be mixed beliefs 
surrounding urban Indigenous people and concepts of Aboriginality.  This is not 
to say however, that working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in 
urban localities is impossible. This section will highlight some of the ways to work 
with urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations and give examples. 
 
 
The work of Chelsea Bond (2007) set within the urban Indigenous suburban 
community of Inala is of particular importance. Bond’s work identifies via a 
participatory action based research process the nature of urban Aboriginal 
identity and demonstrates how to support the validity and vitality of such 
identities. She incorporated an assets-based approach to Aboriginality, 
community development and health promotion activity, all the while working with 
the existing infrastructure. The Indigenous and the wider community were 
engaged in the overall project, which resulted in a strengthening of relationships 
and a consolidation of community energy and activities. Whilst Bond’s work is set 
within one specific geographical community it does offer learning for other 
communities and disciplinary fields other than health. 
 
The Strong in the City health promotion project undertaken in the early 2000’s 
also focused on the community of Inala along with the communities of Brisbane 
and Logan recognised that urban Indigenous identities have been marginalised 
to the point that “little effort has been attached to understanding the health of 
urban Indigenous people” (Brough, Bond & Hunt 2004). The Strong in the City 
project focused on improving the health and well-being of Indigenous families. It 
had an emphasis on men and defined and supported social capital and building 
sustainable health promotion capacity within the communities involved. The 
project additionally sought to acknowledge and support the resilience and 
strengths of urban Indigenous people and communities. The project found that 
the Indigenous communities in the project possessed high levels of bonding 
social capital and that this was demonstrated via volunteerism and commitment 
to working for the community. Furthermore that this resulted in the maintenance 
of a sense of community. In contrast, the findings show that bridging social 
capital is “compromised through racism, stereotypes and lack of responsibility 
and commitment to Indigenous health by the non-Indigenous community” 
(Brough et.al. 2004). The report additionally asserts the need for the 
development of health promotion practices within Indigenous health, which 
acknowledge and act on the upstream factors or social determinants. The 
conclusions drawn from the Strong in the City project and the ways of working 
can offer some suggestions for areas within urban planning. 
 
The Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health (CRCAH) recently 
commissioned a literature review titled ‘Health care access for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people living in urban areas, and related research issues’ 
as part of its Health Service Utilisation and Linkages Project. This project aims to 
increase understanding about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s use 
of services with a particular focus on identifying salient community and family 
level cultural and psychological factors that influence appropriate access and use 
(including non-use) of existing health services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people living in urban and peri-urban areas. The project team members 
include: Rae Walker (La Trobe University); Michael Bentley (Flinders University); 
and Bronwyn Fredericks (Queensland Aboriginal and Islander Health Council). 
Barbara Beacham from the CRCAH provides vital support to the project team. 
Stage One of the project was required to determine the most appropriate and 
feasible methods and approaches for gaining this type of information from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in urban and peri-urban 
locations. The literature review undertaken by Margaret Scrimgeour and David 
Scrimgeour (2007) was part of Stage 1. The literature review outlines the 
problems associated with identifying a ‘community’ for the purpose of research 
involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in large urban areas. 
Scrimgeour and Scrimgeour (2007) identify appropriate research sampling 
methods from published literature that has focused on urban Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. The literature review reveals a number of methods 
that are transferable to other groups wanting to work with urban Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
 
The growing number of Indigenous peoples in urban centres is not unique to 
Australia.  It has additionally occurred in Canada, the United States and New 
Zealand. In Canada, the number of Indigenous people living in urban centres has 
grown substantially, with approximately 50% of the urban Indigenous population 
now living in urban centres.  In response, the Government of Canada developed 
the Urban Aboriginal Strategy in an effort to respond to the needs of Canadian 
Aboriginal people living in key urban centres. It has additionally allocated over 
$50 million for the implementation of the strategy.  The Government of Canada 
states that, “the Urban Aboriginal Strategy is a step in the right direction to 
ensure that Aboriginal Canadians living in cities across Canada have greater 
access to the skills and experiences they need to gain access to and succeed in 
an urban setting” (Canadian Institute for Health Information 2003).  Some of the 
key Canadian urban centres now have Aboriginal policies, initiatives or 
committees.  Some examples are the Edmonton Aboriginal Urban Accord and 
the Greater Vancouver Urban Aboriginal Strategy and the Urban Aboriginal 
Strategies in Saskatoon and Thunder Bay. All of these are available via the 
internet/worldwide web. Some of the work being undertaken overseas may offer 
lessons for Australian urban populations.  
 
CONCLUSION 
The National Museum of Australia recently staged an exhibition focusing on 
urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, communities and cultures 
titled 70% Urban. The 70 % Urban exhibition at the Gallery of First Australians, 
National Museum of Australia closed on the 31 January 2008.  One of the striking 
features of a number of works was the symbolism at play that portrayed cultural 
knowledge that is both secret and public within urban environments along with 
the visual depictions of memories and images of past policies and cultural 
understandings in traditional, colonial and present times. Urban planners, 
government officers and researchers have the capacity to incorporate urban 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples concerns and cultural 
understandings. What it requires is elastic boundaries – flexibility of process, a 
commitment to empower people other than the dominant culture to participate in 
processes and willingness to forge relationships and creatively engage Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. The current systems of urban planning 
privileges Eurocentric Anglo-Australian thoughts and interests as to what 
constitutes cultural property, heritage and sites of significance. In a sense it is a 
form of cognitive imperialism. This situation can be remedied via a process of 
decolonisation. This is involves both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 
working together to forge new relationships for the future.      
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